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      The beagle had followed him to school. Again.

      Eight-year-old Atticus was so distracted by the class presentation he was about to give, running through his introduction in his head over and over again, that he hadn’t even noticed Digby trailing fifteen-yards behind him.

      With his nose to the ground, his floppy ears flapping and his propeller-like tail wagging in a swift-spinning, circular motion, Digby skillfully shadowed the boy around every corner until the school building loomed large before them.

      As they reached the front steps, Atty joined the hordes of children filing into school.

      Digby, meanwhile, weaved his way between the scuffing feet of kids before making himself scarce in the corridor outside Atty’s classroom, hiding behind a water cooler until the bell rang and all the children trickled into their rooms like ants teeming into their nests.

      When the coast was clear Digby made his way quietly across the empty corridor and sat outside Atty’s classroom, listening.

      Inside, the children went through their presentations one by one.

      “The Story of My Life So Far,” announced redheaded Rita proudly from the front of the class. “A poem by Rita Sherwood.”

      “The Story of My Life So Far,” declared the next presenter with a rather theatrical bow once Rita had finished reciting her poem. “A one-man play by Eddie Booth.”

      “The Story of My Life So Far,” said a lanky kid with glasses, carrying a large-scale model with a bed sheet covering it. “A 3-D Adventure by Norbert Dinkley.” Norbert pulled the sheet away dramatically to reveal his creation.

      And then it was time for Atticus to get up.

      Nervously, the young boy walked to the light switch and turned off the lights, then headed to the back of the room where he’d already set up his projector with the 8mm film reel ready to go.

      Standing beside the projector he cleared his throat and addressed the room.

      “The Story of My Life So Far. A short documentary by Atticus Summerfield, inspired by the work of my amazing mother Claire Summerfield. This is a tribute to her life.” He paused a moment and added in a quiet voice, “She’s gone now. These days it’s just my dad and me… oh and the beagle makes three.”

      As the film rolled and Atty’s life played out in moving pictures, the sound of his parents’ voices on the film could be heard out in the corridor.

      Outside the classroom, Digby began to howl mournfully at the sound of Claire Summerfield’s voice.

      Inside the classroom, the moment he heard his dog’s moan, Atty raced for the door, expecting to hear the scrape of chairs and the laugher of his classmates as they all charged after him to see the dog making all that racket. But they didn’t.

      “Atticus? Is everything all right?” asked Mrs. Tilbury, his teacher, while the film continued to play.

      “It’s Digby, Miss.”

      Atty opened the door and looked outside.

      But the beagle was already gone.
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      “Oh no, dear! That’s not how you tie a tie,” said Mrs. Duckworth, cupping her rosy cheeks and shaking her head with a matronly tutt-tutt-tutt. “Who taught you to do that, the Boston Strangler? The clients will think someone’s tried to kill you off with a pair of pantyhose.”

      Stu could barely respond on account of the half-eaten apple clenched between his teeth as he frantically straightened his tie, but that didn’t stop him giving it a go. “I on’t have ime for ectures right ow.”

      “Oh nonsense, there’s always time for a lecture. And how many times do I have to tell you? Never talk with food in your mouth,” said Mrs. Duckworth. She was a sweet old woman from the north of England with silver hair, sensible flat shoes, reading glasses that hung from her neck on a silver chain and a lifetime of God-fearing habits that guaranteed her an express pass through the pearly gates when her time came… that is, with the exception of one particular quirk that had begun shortly after she started working as Stuart Summerfield’s personal assistant six months ago.

      “Talking with your mouth full is the height of rudeness, dear,” she continued lecturing Stu now. “It’s on par with napping during church service or wearing one’s hat indoors. Besides, you wouldn’t talk with a cock in your mouth so why make exceptions for food.”

      And there was the quirk.

      “Mrs. uckworth!” Stu spluttered, nearly choking on his apple before pulling it out of his mouth. It still shocked him every time Mrs. Duckworth unleashed her unexpected and completely inappropriate version of Mr. Hyde, even though she constantly claimed it was all for his benefit. “Do you have to put things so…?”

      “Succinctly? For you, yes. And don’t be such a prude, I’m doing you a favor, dear.”

      “How, exactly?”

      “I’m talking your ‘lingo’.”

      “My ‘lingo’?”

      “Yes dear. You know I like to familiarize myself with gay culture on the worldwide internet in the hope that one day some of it might rub off on you. Are you sure those things aren’t hidden deep down inside somewhere just waiting to leap out like a well-oiled male stripper from a giant penis cake? Some days it’s hard to tell if your gaydar is just on the blink or if it ever started working at all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well you’re not exactly dancing to show tunes or skipping along the Yellow Brick Road with Dorothy, are you dear. Personally, I’d never met a gay person before you, at least not knowingly.” She drummed her fingers on her chin at that point and added suspiciously, “Mmmm, come to think of it, Mr. Harris the milkman always did have a twinkle in his toes when he made his morning delivery to Mr. Sutcliffe’s house across the street. It was always an order for full cream too.”

      “Well I’m sorry if I’m not ‘gayer’,” Stu said, hurriedly stuffing several notebooks and reference boards into his work bag.

      As he did so, Mrs. Duckworth saw he was done with his apple and picked up a small trash can from under her receptionist’s desk, holding it out for Stu to toss his apple core into it. From behind his own desk—only a few feet away in the tiny office he’d created above his garage—Stu threw the apple core… and missed.

      Mrs. Duckworth rolled her eyes. “I stand corrected. You’re gay all right.”

      “Yes, I’m gay. My humble apologies if I don’t know any show tunes or can’t tie a tie properly. I just need to hone some of my crucial gay skills… obviously.”

      “Obviously you forgot to read the entire manual altogether. You should get on the worldwide internet more often. The very first time you told me you were gay I made a point of educating myself on all things homosexual. After all, ignorance is far from bliss, otherwise there’d be more happy people in the world. So, I went home and typed the word ‘gay’ into my computer. Suddenly up popped all these Google ads for Crisco and pictures of naked men pushing each other on some sort of indoor swing.”

      “I don’t think those were swings.”

      “I know that now, dear. And I know never to cook with Crisco. You never know where it’s been. My point is, there’s a world of surprises out there and unless you start playing on some swings you’ll end up being a workaholic single father your whole life. Now come here and let me get rid of that tie. That woeful excuse for a Windsor knot looks like a fist that’s fucked one too many arseholes.”

      She tugged at the stubborn tie till it came loose while Stu’s tall frame was yanked this way and that with Mrs. Duckworth’s determined jerking motions.

      “Thanks for the advice,” Stu said. “On both the tie and Crisco. Now can I go?”

      “Yes, yes, of course you can. You’re already running late! No time for lectures.”

      “Oh really?”

      “The landscape plans are waiting for you on the side table by the door along with your keys and sunglasses.”

      As Stu began scooping the rolls of plans up in his arms the office phone rang.

      Before Mrs. Duckworth picked up the call she added, “Remember to take Peachtree into town to avoid the road works on Main. And don’t forget to bring me a receipt for the parking. And most importantly… good luck.” She winked and picked up the phone, saying into the receiver, “Good afternoon, you’ve called Summerfield Landscapes.”

      Stu was almost out the door.

      “Oh, hang on a minute.” Mrs. Duckworth quickly covered the receiver just as Stu was closing the door. “Stu, it’s Atty’s school. They want to see you.”

      “Now?”

      Mrs. Duckworth nodded.

      A sinking feeling suddenly came over Stu. “Is everything all right? Is Atty okay?”
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      Atty sat on a chair outside the principal’s office. He turned his head when he saw a flash of daylight reflect on the well-mopped floors as the door at the end of the corridor opened and his father come running toward him.

      Stu practically slid to his knees in front of his son, grabbing Atty’s arms, feeling his forehead, looking for any bruises from bullies or red marks on Atty’s knuckles on the off-chance he’d fought back.

      “Atty? Buddy, you okay? What’s happened?”

      Atticus gave his father a concerned look and said quietly, “Dad, I made the whole class cry.”

      “What do you mean you made the whole class cry? Why? How?”

      “I didn’t mean to. I don’t think they liked my presentation.”

      “What presentation? You didn’t tell me you had a presentation.”

      “You were busy, I didn’t wanna bother you. I’ve never failed an assignment before. What do you think it feels like to get an F?”

      Stu gave Atty a tight, long hug. “It’s okay to get an F once in a while. Nobody’s perfect all of the time, Atty.”

      At that moment, the door to Principal Parsons’s office opened.

      “Ah, Mr. Summerfield. I thought I heard your voice. Would you mind stepping inside?”

      Principal Parsons gestured for Stu to enter the office, but as Atty moved to follow his father the principal held up his hand. “You can stay here for the moment, Atty
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